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The importance of polysemy, for a long time, if not ignored, was not taken 
seriously as it is by traditional linguistics, although it is a very common semantic 
phenomenon. Since 1980’s, with the development of cognitive linguistics, especially 
cognitive semantics, it has been a focus for semantic study. Eleanor Rosch’s prototype 
theory provides theoretical support for the study of polysemy, and since then there 
have been many studies of polysemy in prototype theory. Although prototype theory 
owns great power in explaining semantic relation of meanings in polysemy, there are 
some issues that prototype theory can not satisfactorily deal with, for example, the 
dynamicity of the semantic change in polysemy, especially, functional polysemy, and  
antonymous phenomenon as pointed out in this thesis. Thus a complementary theory, 
decategorization theory is put forward in this thesis to handle these issues related to 
polysemy. Compared with prototype theory, although decategorization is relatively 
less analyzed, it provides a new angle for the study of polysemy.  
The linguistic phenomenon of polysemy is a kind of semantic extension, and 
metaphor and metonymy are two main motivations under it. Thus there are 
metaphorical polysemies and metonymical polysemies. The former are formed by the 
mapping between source domain and target domain, but the two domains belong to 
different domains, while the latter are formed by the mapping between the source 
domain and target domain, and the two domains belong to the same domain. Besides, 
there are still some polysemous words which are formed by the combinational effect 
of metaphor and metonymy. Whether analyzing polysemy in prototype theory or 
decategorization theory, metaphor and metonymy are the mechanisms. It is stressed in 
this thesis that decategorization theory is not contrary to categorization theory (or, 
prototype theory), but a complement of it. Prototype theory can perfectly, from a 















words, while decategorization theory can explain, from a diachronic level, the process 
of the senses transforming into a different semantic category (in this thesis, mainly 
refer to the transformation of grammar classes, i.e. functional polysemy), which 
reflects the dynamicity of semantic category. According to prototype theory, polysemy 
is a semantic category with a prototypical sense. In fact, there are some polysemies 
whose prototypes are hard to identify, and antonym is a case in point. 
Decategorization theory can provide the theoretic motivation to explain antonym, by 
focusing on the process of the transformation of semantics, which effectively avoids 
the issue of identifying the prototypical sense in semantic category. 
This thesis can be regarded almost as a contrastive analysis between prototype 
theory and decategorization theory in studying polysemy. But to some extent, it is 
more reasonable to say that the two theories are in a complementary relationship, 
especially in explaining polysemous phenomenon. If decategorization theory is 
included into the theoretic framework of prototype theory, they can form a unified 
pattern of interpretation. In this way, not only the pattern can be used for the 
explanation of the relations of different functions and relations of different senses, but 
also can be applied in presenting dynamically mechanisms and processes of different 
functions and semantics. 
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